The decreased availability of L-tryptophan in depressed females: clinical and biological correlates.
1. The plasma levels of L-tryptophan (L-TRP) and the sum of five competing amino acids (CAA) namely tyrosine, phenylalanine, valine, leucine, isoleucine, were determined in 79 depressed females categorized according to the DSM-III. 2. In these patients the authors measured several parameters known to affect the availability of the above amino acids, i.e. triidothyronine (FT3) and thyroxine (FT4), vanilylmandelic acid (VMA), noradrenaline and adrenaline in 24 hr urine, the sex hormonal and nutritional state. 3. The 1 mg dexamethasone suppression test was performed and the pre and postdexamethasone cortisol and adrenocorticotropic hormone (ACTH) levels were determined at 8 a.m. 4. L-TRP and the ratio L-TRP/CAA were significantly lower in severely depressed females (296.X3, 296.X4) as compared with minor (300.40, 309.00) and simple major depressives (296.X2). The ratio L-TRP/CAA performed well as a clinical tool separating melancholic from minor depression. 5. FT3, FT4, VMA and noradrenaline were significantly increased in the severely depressed females, but these data did not correlate with the availability of L-TRP. Neither baseline cortisol nor the sex hormonal, nor the nutritional state related to the L-TRP data. The ratio L-TRP/CAA was significantly and negatively correlated with the postdexamethasone cortisol and ACTH values.